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Hyperinsulinemia is strongly associated with type 2 diabetes. Racial and ethnic minority populations
are disproportionately affected by diabetes and obesity-related complications. This mini-review pro-
vides an overview of the genetic and environmental factors associated with hyperinsulinemia with a
focus on racial and ethnic differences and its metabolic consequences. The data used in this narrative
review were collected through research in PubMed and reference review of relevant retrieved articles.
Insulin secretion and clearance are regulated processes that influence the development and progression
of hyperinsulinemia. Environmental, genetic, and dietary factors are associatedwith hyperinsulinemia.
Certain pharmacotherapies for obesity and bariatric surgery are effective at mitigating hyper-
insulinemia and are associated with improved metabolic health. Hyperinsulinemia is associated with
many environmental and genetic factors that interact with a wide network of hormones. Recent studies
have advanced our understanding of the factors affecting insulin secretion and clearance. Further basic
and translational work on hyperinsulinemiamay allow for earlier andmore personalized treatments for
obesity and metabolic diseases.
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Insulin has been known to be an essential hormone since its discovery in 1921. Insulin
influences almost every organ in the body, including adipose tissue, liver, muscle, and brain,
as well as bone [1], kidneys [2], and vasculature [3, 4]. Insulin, somatostatin, and glucagon
fluctuate in a periodic fashion in subjects without type 2 diabetes (T2D), and pulsatile insulin
secretion accounts for 75% of total insulin secretion [5–7]. These fluctuations are essential
because continuous delivery of IV insulin induces desensitization to insulin, whereas pul-
satile insulin delivery preserves sensitivity to insulin [8–10]. Loss of pulsatile insulin se-
cretion is an early feature in the development of T2D [11].

Insulin concentrations are regulated by a variety of mechanisms affecting insulin clear-
ance and secretion, which are carefully coordinated through signals from the hypothalamic–
pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis, as well as the liver–pancreas axis, the entero–osseous axis,
and the bone–pancreas axis [12]. Excessive insulin secretion may lead to hypoglycemia in
insulinomas and noninsulinoma pancreatogenous hypoglycemia syndrome, but these con-
ditions are uncommon compared with dysregulated hyperinsulinemia (defined as elevated
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circulating insulin in relationship to its usual level relative to blood glucose), which does not
cause hypoglycemia. Dysregulated insulin secretion and/or clearance resulting in chronically
elevated insulin without hypoglycemia is common in obesity andmetabolic disorders, and it is
referred to herein as hyperinsulinemia. Fasting insulin rises fromnormal glucose tolerance to
impaired glucose tolerance (IGT) to T2D [13]. In subjects with obesity but without diabetes or
hypertension, hyperinsulinemia and insulin hypersecretion are more prevalent than insulin
resistance [14] and hence may precede and contribute to insulin resistance. Furthermore,
cohort studies have shown that different subjects with similar degrees of insulin sensitivity
may exhibit a range of insulin secretion. For example, in the Relationship between Insulin
Sensitivity and Cardiovasular Disease (RISC) study, individuals with insulin hypersecretion
tended to be older and have higher percent fat mass, worse lipid profiles, and higher liver
insulin resistance indices compared with the rest of the cohort [15]. In the RISC study,
preexposure to hyperinsulinemia stimulated a greater insulin-induced secretory response
independently of insulin sensitivity [16]. Hence, hyperinsulinemia is self-perpetuating and is
more likely to be a primary defect rather than a compensation for insulin resistance in the
general population.

There are racial and ethnic differences in insulin sensitivity and b-cell function [17], and
recent research provides insights into their underlyingmechanisms. Here, we discuss genetic
and environmental factors associated with insulin secretion and clearance and the metabolic
consequences of hyperinsulinemia (Fig. 1).

1. Methods

We searched PubMed/MEDLINE for English articles with the search terms: hyper-
insulinemia, diabetes, race, and obesity. We limited our review primarily to human studies
with exceptions when studies have relevance to translational research. We selected mostly
recent pertinent publications but did not exclude high-impact older papers. We reviewed the
references from key papers to identify additional articles.

2. Methods to Assess Hyperinsulinemia

Insulin has a similar diurnal pattern in subjects with obesity and in lean subjects but is
consistently regulated at a higher concentration [18]. The 24-hour urinary c-peptide excretion
is a reflection of the area under the curve (AUC) of insulin and has been shown to be

Figure 1. Diagram of multifactorial etiologies of hyperinsulinemia. Interactions between
these various risk factors may also contribute to its development and progression.
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negatively correlated with insulin sensitivity assessed by hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic
clamp in healthy individuals [19]. Owing to logistic difficulties in obtaining repeated
blood or urine samples, most studies assessed only fasting insulin. Fasting insulin has good
repeatability within 4 to 8 weeks in the same subjects [20]. Hence, fasting insulin is an
important metabolic parameter that is associated with the diurnal insulin exposure and
insulin sensitivity and remains fairly stable over time.

Methods to assess insulin sensitivity and b-cell function include the hyperinsulinemic-
euglycemic clamp, frequently sampled IV glucose test (FSIVGTT), insulinogenic index,
and homeostatic model assessment (HOMA), whicheach have strengths and limitations.
Hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamps are the gold standard to measure insulin sensitivity,
but due to the logistical difficulties in performing these clamps, indices derived from an oral
glucose tolerance test (OGTT) or fasting glucose and insulin are widely used. Hyperglycemic
clamps provide an accurate assessment of insulin secretion capacity in response to glucose
but not insulin sensitivity [21]. HOMA estimates b-cell function and insulin sensitivity based
only on fasting glucose and insulin concentrations. The disposition index gives a repre-
sentation of insulin secretion adjusted for insulin sensitivity.

These methods assess insulin-mediated glucose disposal, but not the ability of glucose to
enhance its own disposal (independently of insulin), which is known as glucose effectiveness.
Glucose effectiveness accounts for about half of overall glucose disposal, so it is relevant to
hyperinsulinemia, and yet its determinants remain poorly understood [22]. Glucose effec-
tiveness can be assessed by FSIVGTT or by pancreatic clamps, which are more difficult to
perform [23].

In hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamp studies, whole-body insulin clearance and hepatic
insulin clearance can be estimated [24]. In contrast, FSIVGTT does not differentiate between
hepatic insulin clearance and whole-body insulin clearance [25, 26].

3. Causes of Hyperinsulinemia

A. Factors Associated With Hyperinsulinemia in Epidemiological Studies

A-1. Environmental factors

Diabetogenic dietary and environmental exposures may interact with hormones from the
gastrointestinal tract and stimulate insulin hypersecretion under fasting conditions, leading
to chronic basal hyperinsulinemia through mechanisms that remain unclear (Table 1)
[27–33]. For example, air pollution has been associated with adverse lipid changes and higher
fasting glucose and insulin [30] as well as higher childhood body mass index (BMI) trajec-
tories [31]. This association has been hypothesized to be due to chronic ozone exposure and
subsequent activation of the HPA axis and hormonal changes [34]. Acute bisphenol A ex-
posure, an endocrine-disrupting chemical, at themaximal daily dose determined to be safe by
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration was associated with changes in insulin and c-peptide
response to an OGTT and a hyperglycemic clamp [32]. A study of Ghanaians in several
countries highlighted the importance of environmental and cultural factors on insulin and
glucose metabolism, BMI, insulin sensitivity, and fasting blood glucose [33].

A-2. Associations between hyperinsulinemia and race and ethnicity may be
partially mediated by differences in body composition

Ethnic differences in insulin sensitivity may be underappreciated owing to the widespread
use of OGTT-based surrogatemeasures andHOMA of insulin resistance (HOMA-IR). HOMA-
IR has been validated as a marker of insulin sensitivity in European populations but showed
poor correlation with insulin sensitivity assessed by FSIVGTT or clamp in Jamaican adults
without diabetes [35]. A similar discrepancy was seen between OGTT-derived surrogate
markers and the hyperglycemic clamp parameters in Asian Americans, blacks, whites, and
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Mexican Americans [36]. Hence, widely used surrogate markers of insulin sensitivity and
b-cell function may not be accurate in non-European populations.

The Insulin Resistance and Atherosclerosis Study (IRAS) was a multicenter cross-
sectional study of insulin sensitivity assessed by FSIVGTT and cardiovascular risk fac-
tors in white, black, and Hispanic patients in the United States [37]. This study provided
further insights into the genetic variations underlying the racial and ethnic differences in
hyperinsulinemia and diabetes risk. Fasting insulin was higher in subjects with IGT com-
pared with subjects with normal fasting glucose and glucose tolerance [38]. Waist circum-
ference was positively correlated with fasting insulin in white and black patients even after
adjusting for glucose tolerance [39]. A 5-year follow-up study showed that the disposition
index and glucose effectiveness were independent predictors of incident T2D after adjusting
for traditional risk factors [40].

The National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey also demonstrated differences
between whites, Hispanics, and blacks in hyperinsulinemia and BMI. There was a significant
increase in fasting insulin levels from 1988 to 1994 and 1999 to 2002, which persisted despite
adjusting for BMI and waist circumference [41]. Additionally, racial disparities in the
prevalence of obesity increased, with black having greater increases in BMI and waist
circumference from 1988 to 2004 than didwhites orHispanics [42]. However, NationalHealth
and Nutrition Examination Survey data are cross-sectional and lack detailed metabolic
assessments of insulin sensitivity and secretion.

Racial differences in hyperinsulinemia are apparent at a young age. The Bogalusa Heart
Study of 377 children and adolescents who underwent an OGTT demonstrated that blacks
had significantly higher insulin responses than did whites when assessed by the AUC and
insulin/glucose ratios at 30 and 60 minutes [43]. These differences were consistent across
Tanner stages I to V. Consistent with this, blacks had significantly higher first- and second-
phase insulin secretion during a hyperglycemic clamp than did whites [44].

Racial differences in visceral and subcutaneous adipose tissue distributions in women
have been reported, with blacks having less visceral fat than whites but paradoxically lower
insulin sensitivity [45]. For example, in the Dallas Heart Study, blacks had less visceral fat
and hepatic steatosis than did whites and Hispanics, but more insulin resistance by HOMA-
IR [46]. In adolescents with obesity, despite similar total percent body fat, Hispanics had
greater intramyocellular lipid deposition and blacks had lower hepatic fat accumulation
compared with whites [47]. However, these differences in body composition cannot fully
account for the differences in b-cell function. In women without diabetes, blacks had greater
insulin secretion compared with whites across a wide range of ages, independently of adi-
posity and insulin sensitivity, and there were no differences in glucose effectiveness [48].

Racial differences have also been reported in the effects of visceral fat mass on serum
triglycerides (TGs) and in the upper and lower body subcutaneous fat distribution in women
with obesity [49]. Increased visceral adipose tissue (VAT) is associated with higher fasting
insulin and insulin AUC during an OGTT, independently of subcutaneous adipose tissue
(SAT), skeletal musclemass [50], insulin resistance, and inflammation [51–55]. In IRAS, VAT
and SAT accounted for 27% of themodelR2 for insulin sensitivity and 16% of the modelR2 for
disposition index, adjusting for age, sex, ethnicity, and BMI [56]. VAT contributes to delivery
of free fatty acids (FFAs) to the liver, which negatively affects hepatic insulin sensitivity and
is associated with reduced insulin clearance [57, 58]. Insulin has an antilipolytic effect on
VAT that reduces portal FFAs, and this may be a key mechanism whereby insulin regulates
hepatic glucose production in addition to its direct effects on the liver [59, 60].

Central adiposity is associated with lower adiponectin, an adipokine that is normally
associated with improved insulin sensitivity [61]. Adiponectin was also negatively associated
with VAT, SAT, pericardial fat, and intrathoracic fat in the Framingham Heart Study [62].
There is a strong negative correlation between fasting insulin and adiponectin in whites and
Pima Indians [63].

Detailed metabolic studies have shown the important contribution of hyperinsulinemia in
Pima Indians, who have a remarkably high prevalence of T2D of 38% [64]. Hormonal and
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metabolic studies in this population included oral and IV glucose tolerance tests along with
body composition. In Pima young adults, high fasting plasma insulin and higher insulin at 30
and 120 minutes were highly heritable and were all predictors of incident T2D [65, 66]. As in
IRAS, progression from normal glucose tolerance to IGT to T2D was associated with an
increase in fasting insulin levels [67]. Hyperinsulinemia was seen even in Pima prepubertal
girls and boys aged 6 to 7. There was no significant difference in the visceral or subcutaneous
fat area at L4/L5 in a sample of Pima Indians andwhites matched for percent body fat, yet the
Pima had significantly higher fasting insulin and lower insulin sensitivity [68]. Hyper-
insulinemia was also associated with weight gain and triceps skinfold thickness in the
prepubertal years [69].

Racial and ethnic differences in pancreatic fat may account for some of these differences.
Fasting and 2-hour insulin during an OGTT were lower in whites than blacks in a study that
quantified VAT, pancreatic fat, and hepatic TGs in 100 subjects without T2D. VAT was
highest in Hispanics and lowest in blacks [70]. Pancreatic TGs were significantly higher in
whites and Hispanics than in blacks [70]. Hepatic TG levels were higher in Hispanics than in
whites and blacks [70]. Blacks had the highest disposition index and acute insulin response
(AIR) but lowest insulin sensitivity [70]. The effect of a one-unit increase in pancreatic TGs on
AIR was largest in blacks compared with whites and Hispanics [70]. However, there was no
association between pancreatic fat and b-cell function in another study of young German
women [71]. These studies used different methods to estimate b-cell function, which may
account for some of these discrepancies.

A systematic review and meta-analysis of studies that measured insulin sensitivity and
AIR by the FSIVGTT in Africans, whites, and East Asians confirmed that in subjects with
normal glucose tolerance, there is substantially lower insulin sensitivity and higher AIR in
African cohorts compared with whites and East Asians, with some subjects exhibiting insulin
hypersecretion relative to their degree of insulin sensitivity in each case [72]. Racial and
ethnic differences in hyperinsulinemia, as well as glucose and lipid metabolism, are well
established [73]. Hence, genetic differences may underlie some of the associations between
insulin secretion, insulin resistance, and lipid stores.

A-3. Genetic and epigenetic variants associated with hyperinsulinemia act via
several pathways

Genetic differences and epigenetic changes during gestation may underlie the associa-
tion between in utero exposure to gestational diabetes and increased risk of childhood
overweight and obesity [74]. Epigenetic changes in GNAS have also been associated
with early-onset obesity [75]. Subjects who had parents with T2D had higher BMI and
fasting insulin compared with those who had no family history of diabetes in the RISC
study [76].

Studies have implicated several genes involved in obesity and other metabolic outcomes
and hyperinsulinemia. The GUARDIAN consortium study of Mexican Americans provided
strong evidence for the heritability of insulin sensitivity, AIR, and metabolic clearance of
insulin [77]. Distinct clusters of genes have been shown to be associated with b-cell function,
body weight, and different diabetes phenotypes [78, 79]. In IRAS, a genome-wide association
study identified loci associated with insulin sensitivity and b-cell function in blacks and
Hispanics [80], and candidate genes for the disposition index and AIR in blacks were
identified [81]. In the IRAS Family Study (IRAS-FS), the heritability of insulin sensitivity
assessed by FSIVGTT (0.310) was greater than the heritability of fasting insulin (0.171) and
HOMA-IR (0.163) [82].

Genetic variants of FTO also influence the risk of obesity and fasting insulin [83]. Paternal
transmission of a polymorphism associated with insulin gene expression conferred an 80%
greater risk of early-onset obesity [84]. A genome-wide association study in Indian Asians
found that a common variant nearMC4R was associated with a higher HOMA-IR, increased
waist circumference, and features of metabolic syndrome [85]. Finally, a Hispanic cohort
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study identified genetic loci that regulate insulin clearance, which has a heritability of
73% [86].

Individuals with $17 alleles that raised fasting insulin tended to have higher TG levels,
more hepatic steatosis, increased risk of T2D, coronary artery disease, and high blood
pressure but a paradoxically lower BMI [87]. In contrast, aMendelian randomization study of
subjects from predominantly European ancestry found a strong association between genes
associated with higher insulin concentration at 30 minutes after an OGTT and a higher BMI
[88]. These discrepancies may be reconciled by the fact that fasting insulin and insulin
secretion may have different genetic determinants. These genetic studies underscore that
there are many etiologies for abnormalities in insulin secretion and sensitivity, and they
reinforce the paradigm that relative insulin hypersecretion can be pathogenic.

B. Factors Affecting Insulin Clearance With a Focus on Race/Ethnicity

Fasting insulin levels are determined by the dynamic balance between insulin secretion,
insulin sensitivity, glucose effectiveness, and insulin clearance, each of which may have
different determinants [89]. Estimates of the relative importance of insulin secretion and
clearance to hyperinsulinemia have varied depending on the study methodology and pop-
ulation, but both are likely important. One study found that 75% of the hyperinsulinemia is
due to a reduction in hepatic metabolic clearance of insulin in subjects with normal fasting
glucose and obesity [90]. Using different methods and a different study population, Polonsky
et al. [91] found that hyperinsulinemia in subjects with obesity was predominantly driven by
increased secretion with a minor contribution of reduced hepatic extraction of insulin. These
differences may be due to variations in the measurement of insulin clearance or in the
demographic groups. Additionally, reduced clearance may contribute to the early stage of
hyperinsulinemia whereas hypersecretion may contribute only to the later stage.

Insulin clearance is associated with physical fitness and metabolic health. Aging is as-
sociated with reduced metabolic clearance of insulin and hyperinsulinemia, reduced glucose
effectiveness, and an increase in metabolic diseases [92]. Likewise, metabolically healthy
subjects with obesity have higher whole-body insulin clearance and hepatic insulin extraction
compared with age- and BMI-matched subjects who are metabolically unhealthy [93].
Consistent with this, in nonobese Japanese men without diabetes, low insulin clearance was
associated with higher total body fat and lower peak oxygen consumption rate [94].

Blacks had higher insulin levels than did whites and lower fasting c-peptide, consistent
with impaired insulin clearance in blacks, which could not be explained by differences in BMI,
family history, smoking, or other factors [95]. Lower metabolic clearance of insulin may
explain the high prevalence of hyperinsulinemia in blacks. Hepatic first-pass insulin ex-
traction has been estimated to be two-thirds lower in blacks compared with whites, whereas
extrahepatic insulin clearance was similar [96]. This low first-pass hepatic extraction was
also seen in African immigrants [97]. Consistent with this, in womenwithout diabetes, blacks
had a higher insulin response than didwhites, as well as lower insulin clearance, but they had
similar insulin secretion during OGTT, FSIVGTT, and a mixed meal tolerance test [98].

In IRAS-FS, blacks had lowermetabolic clearance of insulin than did Hispanics, which was
associated with hyperinsulinemia, greater SAT and VAT, lower high-density lipoprotein, and
incident T2D [56, 99], and lower metabolic clearance of insulin was associated with lower
insulin sensitivity, higher insulin secretion during FSIVGTT, and higher BMI across race
and ethnicities [100].

Ethnic differences in insulin clearance are present in childhood. Black children had 63%
higher first-phase insulin secretion and 14% lower clearance along with a 63% higher dis-
position index compared with whites with similar body composition and insulin sensitivity as
assessed by hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic and hyperglycemic clamps [101]. Both greater
insulin secretion and reduced clearance make independent contributions to the greater AIR
in black children compared with white children [102]. Hispanic children also have a greater
second-phase insulin secretion but have similar hepatic insulin extraction compared with
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whites [103]. In adolescents with obesity, glucose effectiveness was greater in Hispanics than
in blacks independent of total fat mass and visceral fat mass [104].

Insulin clearance in whites was lower in subjects with obesity and insulin resistance than
in lean subjects, who were similar to subjects with obesity and normal insulin sensitivity
[105]. Hyperinsulinemia in whites with obesity but without insulin resistance was medi-
ated by increases in insulin secretion [106]. Additionally, there is evidence that insulin
clearance may be associated with carbohydrate intake [107], body composition [108], liver
fat [109], insulin sensitivity [110], acute hyperglycemia [111], and glucose intolerance [112].
Hence, both insulin clearance and secretion underlie the racial and ethnic differences
in hyperinsulinemia.

C. Diet, Incretins, and Other Hormones Affect Insulin

Dietary differences may also contribute to hyperinsulinemia in black children. Blacks had a
higher ratio of dietary fat intake to carbohydrate intake (determined by 24-hour recall), which
was associated with higher FFAs, and reduced insulin sensitivity and insulin clearance, as
well as upregulated b-cell function [113]. A high-fat diet was associated with reduced insulin
sensitivity and insulin clearance in dogs [114, 115]. The short-term effects of lipid infusions on
hyperinsulinemia and insulin clearance have shownmixed results [116, 117], but chronically
higher FFAs have been associated with a decline in insulin secretion (adjusted for sensitivity)
and reduced glucose effectiveness [118, 119].

During puberty, increases in GH, lipolysis, and insulin resistance contribute to hyper-
insulinemia [120]. A longitudinal study showed that black girls had higher fasting insulin
and AIR, earlier puberty, higher estradiol levels, higher FSH levels throughout puberty, and
more rapid fat deposition after menarche compared with whites [121]. In a prospective cohort
study of healthy Australian adolescent girls, insulin was negatively associatedwith ghrelin in
boys and a positively associated with PYY [122]. Incretins may play an important role in the
insulin response to glucose, as there were marked differences in glucose and insulin indices
derived fromOGTT and FSIVGTT in black andHispanic adolescents with obesity [104]. GLP-
1 may have paracrine and neural mechanisms to regulate insulin secretion, and hence its
serum levels may provide only limited data on its metabolic effects, which makes it more
difficult to study [123].

Fasting insulin was positively correlated with cortisol production rate in a study of 24
healthy men [124]. In adolescent girls with hyperinsulinemia and hyperandrogenism, free
testosterone was negatively correlated with insulin resistance [125], although in normogo-
nadal men, free testosterone was not associated with insulin sensitivity or b-cell function
independent of its effects on adiposity [126]. A hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamp was
shown to significantly increase ovarian androgen production in women [127]. Hyper-
insulinemia contributes to hyperandrogenism in women with polycystic ovarian syndrome
[128]. Hence, insulin secretion and sensitivity are associated with many factors, including
HPA axis activation and sex hormones.

D. Reactive Oxygen Species, Redox, and Hyperinsulinemia

In vitro studies have suggested that hyperinsulinemia is associated with increases in reactive
oxygen species. Exposing b-cells to excess lipids induces excess insulin secretion by in-
creasing the mitochondrial redox state and production of reactive oxygen species, which in
turn modulate the thiol redox state [129]. Supplementation with the antioxidant N-
acetylcysteine was associated with an increase in HOMA-IR [130]. In healthy blacks without
T2D, serum FFAs are positively associated with protein carbonyls, a marker of oxidative
stress that were negatively associated with insulin sensitivity. This association was not seen
in healthy whites, suggesting that blacks may be more sensitive to oxidative stress-induced
insulin resistance than are whites [131]. Further studies of the redox state in vivo and its
effects on insulin secretion and oxidative stress are needed.
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4. Metabolic Consequences of Hyperinsulinemia

A. Acute Experimental Hyperinsulinemia

In healthy adults, hyperinsulinemia induced by a hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamp for 105
minutes increased inflammatory markers and b-amyloid in the cerebrospinal fluid and
peripheral circulation [132]. Clamp studies in healthy subjects also demonstrated that
chronic euglycemic hyperinsulinemia for 72 to 96 hours is associated with the development of
insulin resistance and impaired nonoxidative glucose disposal [133]. The consequences of
exposure to hyperinsulinemia may depend on the duration and magnitude of this exposure,
as only 24-hour exposure to hyperglycemia and hyperinsulinemia was associated with in-
creased insulin action and glucose effectiveness in healthy males [134].

B. Chronic Hyperinsulinemia

B-1. Hyperinsulinemia and incident diabetes

In youths with obesity, b-cell first-phase insulin secretion showed a stepwise decline from
normal glucose tolerance to IGT to T2D [135]. Fasting insulin was an independent predictor
of incident T2D in several cohorts [136, 137]. Hence, both postprandial and fasting hyper-
insulinemia are associated with incident T2D. The AIR was not associated with subsequent
weight gain in a longitudinal study of normoglycemic subjects during amean time of 26 years
[138]. However, the AIR in FSIVGTT does not reflect the incretin effect, and the insulin
response to an oral glucose challenge may be a more physiologically relevant outcome.
Hyperinsulinemia during an OGTT was associated with an atherogenic lipid profile in a
sample of healthy Israelis [139]. Hyperinsulinemia was the most significant predictor of the
progression to T2D in a study of 515 normoglycemic men in Israel during a 24-year follow-up
period [140, 141]. In whites without diabetes, having a first-degree relative with T2D was
associated with a loss of the normal relationship between BMI and insulin response to an
OGTT and hyperinsulinemia even with a normal BMI [142]. Similarly, in the offspring of two
parents with T2D, hyperinsulinemia was associated with the risk of developing T2D during
an average follow-up time of 13 years independent of glucose removal rate [143].

Hyperinsulinemia may lead to incident T2D by affecting insulin resistance, fat storage,
and/or direct effects on b-cells or other tissues. Normoglycemic women with a history of
gestational diabetes are at increased risk of developing T2D and had significantly higher
fasting insulin and fasting glucose, lower disposition index and insulin sensitivity, and re-
duced suppression of FFAs compared with women with no history of gestational diabetes
[144]. The association between hyperinsulinemia and incident T2D and body composition has
been seen in several other racial and ethnic groups, including Pacific Islanders [145] and
Mexican Americans [146].

B-2. Hyperinsulinemia and NAFLD

In a prospective cohort study of 4954 Koreans without diabetes, baseline fasting hyper-
insulinemia and increases in fasting hyperinsulinemia during a 5-year period were
associated with incident NAFLD [147]. Fasting insulin was associated with hepatic steatosis
in a sample of healthy Italians with normal transaminases [148]. Consistent with this, fasting
insulin and insulin exposure during an IV glucose tolerance testwere positively correlatedwith
intrahepatocellular lipids, and subjects with NAFLD had higher intrahepatic insulin exposure
than did healthy controls [149]. Compared with subjects without NAFLD, subjects with
NAFLD had reduced hepatic insulin clearance and there was a negative correlation between
hyperinsulinemia and both hepatic and whole-body insulin clearance [150].

Black women with obesity have a lower rate of TG turnover in adipose tissue and lower
rates of adipose de novo lipogenesis (DNL) compared with white women with obesity [151].
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DNL was originally thought to make only minor contributions to hepatic and adipose tissue
lipid contents based on small studies in lean subjects [152]. However, technological im-
provement and studies in other populations have revealed that DNL is increased 2.4-fold
from baseline fasting levels by an oral fructose challenge, and this increase in DNL was
positively correlated with fasting insulin levels (r5 0.75) [153]. Blacks also tend to have lower
intrahepatic TGs than do age- and BMI-matched whites, yet once NAFLD has developed the
prevalence of nonalcoholic steatohepatitis may be similar [154].

B-3. Hyperinsulinemia, hypertension, and endothelial cell function

Insulin sensitivity and systolic blood pressure are the dominant determinants of endothelial
function in blacks and whites [155]. Subjects with hypertension had higher meal-stimulated
c-peptide secretion and lower insulin sensitivity compared with BMI-matched subjects with
obesity without hypertension [156]. Similar findings were obtained in a study of Israelis that
found that subjects with obesity and hypertension had a higher rise in serum insulin levels
during an oral glucose test than did subjects with obesity and without hypertension [157].
Subjects with obesity had diminished endothelium-dependent vasodilation compared with
lean controls during a hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamp [158]. Hence, hyperinsulinemia is
associated with the vascular and lipid abnormalities associated withmetabolic syndrome and
may underlie its pathogenesis [159]. The exact mechanisms whereby loss of normal insulin
pulsatility and hyperinsulinemia can lead to metabolic complications remain under in-
vestigation and are summarized in Fig. 2, and the molecular mechanisms for these pathways
have been recently reviewed [160].

5. Therapeutic Implications

A. Differences in Insulin Metabolism May Underlie the Variability in the Response to
Dietary Interventions

Racial differences in the response to dietary interventions may be mediated by differences in
lipoprotein metabolism [161], which may explain the paradox that blacks have lower insulin
sensitivity but often have lower TGs than do whites [162, 163].

Hyperinsulinemia may also modulate the effects of different dietary interventions.
Compared with an isoenergetic high-fat low-carbohydrate diet, high simple carbohydrate
diets are associated with higher rates of DNL and increases in TGs in lean subjects without
hyperinsulinemia [164]. Subjects with hyperinsulinemia and obesity had significantly higher
rates of DNL on a high-fat diet than did both subjects with obesity but without hyper-
insulinemia and lean subjects without hyperinsulinemia [164]. Subjects with high insulin
secretion may lose more weight on a low–glycemic index diet compared with a high–glycemic
index diet [165]. Consumption of fructose has been associated with increases in serum insulin
and reductions in insulin sensitivity in persons with overweight and obesity [166]. Isocaloric
restriction of fructose for 10 days was associated with a significant decrease in liver fat, VAT,
DNL, fasting insulin, fasting glucose, insulin secretion, and increased insulin clearance in
blacks andHispanic children with obesity [167]. The role of dietary fat and carbohydrates and
insulin in the development of hyperinsulinemia and obesity is an active area of research and
debate [168–170].

B. Bariatric Surgery Is Associated With Improvement in Hyperinsulinemia

Because obesity and hyperinsulinemia are often refractory to dietary and lifestyle changes,
bariatric surgery is recommended for patients with severe obesity and comorbid conditions.
Hyperinsulinemia may underlie the racial differences in bariatric surgical outcomes, such as
blacks losing less weight than whites despite adjustment for clinical and behavioral factors
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[171] and blacks regaining more weight than whites in the years following surgery [172].
Bariatric surgery is associated with a rapid correction of hyperinsulinemia within 1 week of
surgery, which may underpin its metabolic and clinical benefits. Unlike the rapid im-
provement in hyperinsulinemia after bariatric surgery, insulin sensitivity continues to
improve between 6 and 24 months postoperatively whereas glucose effectiveness remained
constant [173].

C. Exercise Training Is Associated With Improvement in Hyperinsulinemia

Male athletes have lower fasting glucose, lower insulin secretion, increased insulin sensi-
tivity, and increased insulin clearance determined by the insulin/c-peptide ratio following a
hyperinsulinemic-euglycemic clamp and arginine stimulation test compared with age- and
BMI-matched sedentary males [110]. Consistent with this, exercise training has been shown
to acutely lower insulin and gradually increase insulin sensitivity and glucose effectiveness
[174, 175]. Compared with untrained subjects, endurance trained subjects had similar
nonpulsatile basal insulin secretion, but significantly reduced insulin secreted per secretory
burst [176].

D. Pharmacotherapies for Hyperinsulinemia

Hyperinsulinemia is not generally recognized as a primary therapeutic target although this
has been debated [27]. Weight loss is associated with improvement in hyperinsulinemia with
no change in glucose effectiveness, whereas weight gain is associated with worsening of
hyperinsulinemia and reduced glucose effectiveness [177, 178]. Treating obesity with lifestyle
modifications, dietary changes, pharmacotherapy, or metabolic surgery improves hyper-
insulinemia acutely [179]. Liraglutide at 3.0 mg leads to greater weight loss and decreases in
fasting insulin alongwith a reduction in incident diabetes in subjects with obesity butwithout
diabetes [180].

Figure 2. Diagram of potential mechanisms for hyperinsulinemia with altered insulin
pulsatility to induce metabolic disease. Chronic hyperinsulinemia of any potential etiology is
associated with chronic hyperglucagonemia, which may lead to increased hepatic glucose
output. Nutrient excess and hyperlipidemia contribute to adipose tissue expansion and
dysfunction with eventual ectopic lipid deposition, which is associated with reduced muscle
glucose disposal.
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Several other classes of medications can also affect insulin sensitivity and b-cell function.
Fenofibrate, a PPARa agonist, increases fat oxidation and decreases insulin clearance and
secretion in mice on a high-fat diet and warrants further trials in humans [181].
Bezafibrate, a pan-PPAR agonist, lowers both lipids and insulin [182]. However, the effec-
tiveness of mediations directly targeting hyperinsulinemia has been mixed [183–186].
Further trials of new classes of medications that can attenuate hyperinsulinemia are
warranted [187].

6. Conclusion

Strong evidence implicates hyperinsulinemia as an important precursor to the metabolic
diseases associated with obesity. Environmental, genetic, and socioeconomic factors all
contribute to the development and progression of hyperinsulinemia. Ethnic and racial dif-
ferences in hyperinsulinemia are associated with differences in b-cell function and fat dis-
tribution. Dietary interventions have differing effects depending on underlying metabolic
dysfunction. More research is needed to understand the effects of various genetic and en-
vironmental factors associated with hyperinsulinemia to determine which plays a causal role
in metabolic disease. Such research in diverse populations will have implications for
precision medicine.
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148. Ardigò D, Numeroso F, Valtueña S, Franzini L, Piatti PM, Monti L, Delsignore R, Reaven GM,
Zavaroni I. Hyperinsulinemia predicts hepatic fat content in healthy individuals with normal
transaminase concentrations. Metabolism. 2005;54(12):1566–1570.

149. Mehta SR, Godsland IF, Thomas EL, Pavitt DV, Morin SX, Bell JD, Taylor-Robinson SD, Johnston
DG. Intrahepatic insulin exposure, intrahepatocellular lipid and regional body fat in nonalcoholic
fatty liver disease. J Clin Endocrinol Metab. 2012;97(6):2151–2159.

150. Bril F, Lomonaco R, Orsak B, Ortiz-Lopez C, Webb A, Tio F, Hecht J, Cusi K. Relationship between
disease severity, hyperinsulinemia, and impaired insulin clearance in patients with nonalcoholic
steatohepatitis. Hepatology. 2014;59(6):2178–2187.

151. White UA, FitchMD, Beyl RA, HellersteinMK, Ravussin E. Racial differences in in vivo adipose lipid
kinetics in humans. J Lipid Res. 2018;59(9):1738–1744.

152. Diraison F, Yankah V, Letexier D, Dusserre E, Jones P, Beylot M. Differences in the regulation of
adipose tissue and liver lipogenesis by carbohydrates in humans. J Lipid Res. 2003;44(4):846–853.

153. Hudgins LC, Parker TS, Levine DM, Hellerstein MK. A dual sugar challenge test for lipogenic
sensitivity to dietary fructose. J Clin Endocrinol Metab. 2011;96(3):861–868.

doi: 10.1210/js.2019-00065 | Journal of the Endocrine Society | 1745

http://dx.doi.org/10.1210/js.2019-00065


154. Bril F, Portillo-Sanchez P, Liu I-C, Kalavalapalli S, Dayton K, Cusi K. Clinical and histologic
characterization of nonalcoholic steatohepatitis in African American patients. Diabetes Care. 2018;
41(1):187–192.

155. Lteif AA, Han K, Mather KJ. Obesity, insulin resistance, and the metabolic syndrome: determinants
of endothelial dysfunction in whites and blacks. Circulation. 2005;112(1):32–38.

156. Istfan NW, Plaisted CS, Bistrian BR, Blackburn GL. Insulin resistance versus insulin secretion in the
hypertension of obesity. Hypertension. 1992;19(4):385–392.

157. Modan M, Halkin H, Almog S, Lusky A, Eshkol A, Shefi M, Shitrit A, Fuchs Z. Hyperinsulinemia. A
link between hypertension obesity and glucose intolerance. J Clin Invest. 1985;75(3):809–817.

158. Steinberg HO, Chaker H, Leaming R, Johnson A, Brechtel G, Baron AD. Obesity/insulin resistance is
associated with endothelial dysfunction. Implications for the syndrome of insulin resistance. J Clin
Invest. 1996;97(11):2601–2610.

159. Ferrannini E, Haffner SM, Mitchell BD, Stern MP. Hyperinsulinaemia: the key feature of a car-
diovascular and metabolic syndrome. Diabetologia. 1991;34(6):416–422.

160. CzechMP. Insulin action and resistance in obesity and type 2 diabetes.NatMed. 2017;23(7):804–814.
161. Furtado JD, Campos H, Sumner AE, Appel LJ, Carey VJ, Sacks FM. Dietary interventions that lower

lipoproteins containing apolipoprotein C-III are more effective in whites than in blacks: results of the
OmniHeart trial. Am J Clin Nutr. 2010;92(4):714–722.

162. Goran MI. Ethnic-specific pathways to obesity-related disease: the Hispanic vs. African-American
paradox. Obesity (Silver Spring). 2008;16(12):2561–2565.

163. Sumner AE, Vega GL, Genovese DJ, Finley KB, Bergman RN, Boston RC. Normal triglyceride levels
despite insulin resistance in African Americans: role of lipoprotein lipase. Metabolism. 2005;54(7):
902–909.

164. Schwarz JM, Linfoot P, Dare D, Aghajanian K. Hepatic de novo lipogenesis in normoinsulinemic and
hyperinsulinemic subjects consuming high-fat, low-carbohydrate and low-fat, high-carbohydrate
isoenergetic diets. Am J Clin Nutr. 2003;77(1):43–50.

165. Pittas AG, Das SK, Hajduk CL, Golden J, Saltzman E, Stark PC, Greenberg AS, Roberts SB. A low-
glycemic load diet facilitates greater weight loss in overweight adults with high insulin secretion but
not in overweight adults with low insulin secretion in the CALERIE Trial.Diabetes Care. 2005;28(12):
2939–2941.

166. Stanhope KL, Schwarz JM, Keim NL, Griffen SC, Bremer AA, Graham JL, Hatcher B, Cox CL,
DyachenkoA, ZhangW,McGahan JP, Seibert A, Krauss RM, Chiu S, Schaefer EJ, AiM,Otokozawa S,
Nakajima K, Nakano T, Beysen C, Hellerstein MK, Berglund L, Havel PJ. Consuming fructose-
sweetened, not glucose-sweetened, beverages increases visceral adiposity and lipids and decreases
insulin sensitivity in overweight/obese humans. J Clin Invest. 2009;119(5):1322–1334.

167. Schwarz JM, Noworolski SM, Erkin-Cakmak A, Korn NJ, Wen MJ, Tai VW, Jones GM, Palii SP,
Velasco-AlinM, Pan K, Patterson BW, Gugliucci A, Lustig RH, Mulligan K. Effects of dietary fructose
restriction on liver fat, de novo lipogenesis, and insulin kinetics in children with obesity. Gastro-
enterology. 2017;153(3):743–752.

168. Hall KD, Guyenet SJ, Leibel RL. The carbohydrate-insulin model of obesity is difficult to reconcile
with current evidence. JAMA Intern Med. 2018;178(8):1103–1105.

169. LudwigDS, EbbelingCB. The carbohydrate-insulinmodel of obesity: beyond “calories in, calories out”.
JAMA Intern Med. 2018;178(8):1098–1103.

170. Branis NM, EtesamiM,Walker RW, Berk ES, Albu JB. Effect of a 1-week, eucaloric, moderately high-
fat diet on peripheral insulin sensitivity in healthy premenopausal women. BMJ Open Diabetes Res
Care. 2015;3(1):e000100.

171. Wee CC, Jones DB, Apovian C, Hess DT, Chiodi SN, Bourland AC, Davis RB, Schneider B, Blackburn
GL, Marcantonio ER, Hamel MB. Weight loss after bariatric surgery: do clinical and behavioral
factors explain racial differences? Obes Surg. 2017;27(11):2873–2884.

172. Thomas DD, AndersonWA, Apovian CM,Hess DT, Yu L, Velazquez A, Carmine B, IstfanNW.Weight
recidivism after Roux-en-Y gastric bypass surgery: an 11-year experience in a multiethnic medical
center. Obesity (Silver Spring). 2019;27(2):217–225.

173. Purnell JQ, Johnson GS,Wahed AS, DallaMan C, Piccinini F, Cobelli C, Prigeon RL, Goodpaster BH,
Kelley DE, Staten MA, Foster-Schubert KE, Cummings DE, Flum DR, Courcoulas AP, Havel PJ,
Wolfe BM. Prospective evaluation of insulin and incretin dynamics in obese adults with and without
diabetes for 2 years after Roux-en-Y gastric bypass. Diabetologia. 2018;61(5):1142–1154.

174. Karstoft K, Clark MA, Jakobsen I, Knudsen SH, van Hall G, Pedersen BK, Solomon TPJ. Glucose
effectiveness, but not insulin sensitivity, is improved after short-term interval training in individuals

1746 | Journal of the Endocrine Society | doi: 10.1210/js.2019-00065

http://dx.doi.org/10.1210/js.2019-00065


with type 2 diabetes mellitus: a controlled, randomised, crossover trial. Diabetologia. 2017;60(12):
2432–2442.

175. NishidaY, TokuyamaK,NagasakaS,Higaki Y, Shirai Y, KiyonagaA, ShindoM,Kusaka I, Nakamura
T, Ishibashi S, Tanaka H. Effect of moderate exercise training on peripheral glucose effectiveness,
insulin sensitivity, and endogenous glucose production in healthy humans estimated by a two-
compartment-labeled minimal model. Diabetes. 2004;53(2):315–320.

176. Engdahl JH, Veldhuis JD, Farrell PA. Altered pulsatile insulin secretion associated with endurance
training. J Appl Physiol (1985). 1995;79(6):1977–1985.

177. Weiss R, Magge SN, Santoro N, Giannini C, Boston R, Holder T, Shaw M, Duran E, Hershkop KJ,
Caprio S. Glucose effectiveness in obese children: relation to degree of obesity and dysglycemia.
Diabetes Care. 2015;38(4):689–695.

178. Escalante-Pulido M, Escalante-Herrera A, Milke-Najar ME, Alpizar-Salazar M. Effects of weight loss
on insulin secretion and in vivo insulin sensitivity in obese diabetic and non-diabetic subjects. Di-
abetes Nutr Metab. 2003;16(5-6):277–283.

179. Kolb H, Stumvoll M, Kramer W, Kempf K, Martin S. Insulin translates unfavourable lifestyle into
obesity. BMC Med. 2018;16(1):232.

180. Pi-Sunyer X, Astrup A, Fujioka K, Greenway F, Halpern A, Krempf M, Lau DC, le Roux CW, Violante
Ortiz R, Jensen CB, Wilding JP; SCALE Obesity and Prediabetes NN8022-1839 Study Group. A
randomized, controlled trial of 3.0 mg of liraglutide in weight management. N Engl J Med. 2015;
373(1):11–22.

181. Ramakrishnan SK, Russo L, Ghanem SS, Patel PR, Oyarce AM, Heinrich G, Najjar SM. Fenofibrate
decreases insulin clearance and insulin secretion to maintain insulin sensitivity. J Biol Chem. 2016;
291(46):23915–23924.

182. Ogawa S, Takeuchi K, Sugimura K, FukudaM, Lee R, Ito S, Sato T. Bezafibrate reduces blood glucose
in type 2 diabetes mellitus. Metabolism. 2000;49(3):331–334.

183. Page MM, Johnson JD. Mild suppression of hyperinsulinemia to treat obesity and insulin resistance.
Trends Endocrinol Metab. 2018;29(6):389–399.

184. Zdravkovic M, KruseM, Rost KL, Møss J, Kecskes A, Dyrberg T. The effects of NN414, a SUR1/Kir6.2
selective potassium channel opener, in healthy male subjects. J Clin Pharmacol. 2005;45(7):763–772.

185. Carr RD, Brand CL, Bodvarsdottir TB, Hansen JB, Sturis J. NN414, a SUR1/Kir6.2-selective po-
tassium channel opener, reduces blood glucose and improves glucose tolerance in the VDF Zucker rat.
Diabetes. 2003;52(10):2513–2518.

186. Alemzadeh R, Fledelius C, Bodvarsdottir T, Sturis J. Attenuation of hyperinsulinemia by NN414, a
SUR1/Kir6.2 selective K1-adenosine triphosphate channel opener, improves glucose tolerance and
lipid profile in obese Zucker rats. Metabolism. 2004;53(4):441–447.

187. Dobbins RL, Greenway FL, Chen L, Liu Y, Breed SL, Andrews SM, Wald JA, Walker A, Smith CD.
Selective sodium-dependent glucose transporter 1 inhibitors block glucose absorption and impair
glucose-dependent insulinotropic peptide release. Am J Physiol Gastrointest Liver Physiol. 2015;
308(11):G946–G954.

doi: 10.1210/js.2019-00065 | Journal of the Endocrine Society | 1747

http://dx.doi.org/10.1210/js.2019-00065

